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advancing peace and respect for human rights
in central Africa.

MARITIME INTERCEPTION OPERATIONS

As noted in previous reports, the United
States remains prepared to conduct maritime
interception operations on the high seas in the
areas of responsibility of each of the geograph-
ic combatant commands. These maritime op-
erations are aimed at stopping the movement,
arming, and financing of certain international
terrorist groups, and also include operations
aimed at stopping proliferation by sea of weap-
ons of mass destruction and related materials.

U.S.-NATO OPERATIONS IN KOSOVO

The U.N. Security Council authorized
Member States to establish a NATO-led Koso-
vo Force (KFOR) in Resolution 1244 on June
10, 1999. The original mission of KFOR was to
monitor, verify, and, when necessary, enforce
compliance with the Military Technical Agree-
ment between NATO and the then-Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia (now Serbia), while
maintaining a safe and secure environment.
Today, KFOR deters renewed hostilities in co-
operation with local authorities and interna-
tional institutions. The principal military tasks
of KFOR forces are to help maintain a safe and

secure environment and to ensure freedom of
movement throughout Kosovo.

Currently, 22 NATO Allies contribute to
KFOR. Eight non-NATO countries also partic-
ipate. The United States contribution to
KFOR is approximately 800 U.S. military per-
sonnel out of the total strength of approximate-
ly 6,240 personnel, plus a temporarily de-
ployed Operational Reserve Force.

I have directed the participation of U.S.
Armed Forces in all of these operations pursu-
ant to my constitutional and statutory authority
as Commander in Chief (including the authori-
ty to carry out Public Law 107–40 and other
statutes) and as Chief Executive, as well as my
constitutional and statutory authority to con-
duct the foreign relations of the United States.
Officials of my Administration and I communi-
cate regularly with the leadership and other
Members of Congress with regard to these de-
ployments, and we will continue to do so.

Sincerely,

BARACK OBAMA

NOTE: Identical letters were sent to John A.
Boehner, Speaker of the House of Representa-
tives, and Daniel K. Inouye, President pro
tempore of the Senate.

Remarks to the General Assembly of the Union for Reform Judaism at Na-
tional Harbor, Maryland
December 16, 2011

Thank you. Please, please have a seat. You’re
making me blush. [Laughter] Thank you, Eric,
for that extraordinary introduction and for your
many years of leadership in the Reform move-
ment. And even though it is a few hours early,
I’d like to wish all of you shabbat shalom.

Now, there are a lot of familiar faces in the
house: David Saperstein, Alan Solow, Rick Ja-
cobs, Howard Kohr.

I want to welcome Israel’s Deputy Prime
Minister and Defense Minister Ehud Barak.
The cooperation between our militaries has
never been stronger, and I want to thank Ehud
for his leadership and his lifelong commitment
to Israel’s security and the quest for a just and

lasting peace. I also want to recognize Israeli
Ambassador Michael Oren, who’s with us here
today.

And finally, I want to give a shout-out to
NFTY, I understand is in the house. Young
people are going to lead the way, and they’re
leading the way. There you go. I’m fired up
just listening to them. [Laughter]

I am honored to be here because of the
proud history and tradition of the Union for
Reform Judaism, representing more than 900
congregations, around 1.5 million American
Jews.

I want to congratulate all of you on the gold-
en anniversary of the Religious Action Center.
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As Eric mentioned, when President Kennedy
spoke to leaders from the RAC in 1961, I was 3
months old, so my memory is a bit hazy.
[Laughter] But I am very familiar with the
work that you’ve done ever since, and so is the
rest of America.

And that’s because you helped draft the Civ-
il Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act. You
helped to liberate Soviet Jews. You have made
a difference on so many of the defining issues
of the last half-century. And without these ef-
forts, I probably wouldn’t be standing here to-
day. So thank you. Thank you. You have
brought to life your faith and your values, and
the world’s a better place for it.

Now, since my daughter Malia has reached
the age where it seems like there’s always a bar
or bat mitzvah—[laughter]—every weekend,
and there is quite a bit of negotiations around
the skirts that she wears at these bat mitzvahs.
[Laughter] Do you guys have these conversa-
tions as well? [Applause] All right. I just want-
ed to be clear it wasn’t just me. [Laughter]
What time you get home.

As a consequence, she’s become the family
expert on Jewish tradition. [Laughter] And if
there’s one thing I’ve learned from her, it’s that
it never hurts to begin a speech by discussing
the Torah portion. [Laughter] It doesn’t hurt.

So this week—[laughter]—congregations
around the world will retell the story of Joseph.
As any fan of Broadway musicals will tell you—
[laughter]—there is a lot going on in this read-
ing. [Laughter] But many scholars have fo-
cused on a single word that Joseph uses when
he replies to his father Jacob.

In Hebrew, that word is hineni. It translates,
“I”—[applause]—it translates to “Here I am.”
Hineni. It’s the same word Abraham uses to re-
ply to God before the binding of Isaac. It’s the
same word Moses uses when God summons
him from the burning bush: Hineni. The text is
telling us that while Joseph does not know
what lies ahead, he is ready to answer the call.

In this case, hineni leads Joseph to Egypt. It
sets in motion a story of enslavement and exo-
dus that would come to inspire leaders like
Martin Luther King as they sought freedom.
It’s a story of persecution and perseverance

that has repeated itself from Inquisition-era
Spain to czarist Russia to Hitler’s Germany.

And in that often tragic history, this place,
America, stands out. Now, we can’t whitewash
the past. Like so many ethnic groups, Jews
faced prejudice, and sometimes violence, as
they sought their piece of the American
Dream. But here, Jews finally found a place
where their faith was protected, where hard
work and responsibility paid off, where no mat-
ter who you were or where you came from, you
could make it if you tried. Here in America,
you really could build a better life for your chil-
dren.

I know how much that story means to many
of you, because I know how much that story
means to me. My father was from Kenya, my
mother was from Kansas—not places with a
large Jewish community. [Laughter] But when
my Jewish friends tell me about their ances-
tors, I feel a connection. I know what it’s like to
think, “Only in America is my story even possi-
ble.”

Now—I have to interrupt. My friend Deb-
bie Wasserman Schultz just got in the house.
She was—[applause].

Now, the Jewish community has always un-
derstood that the dream we share is about
more than just doing well for yourself. From
the moment our country was founded, Ameri-
can Jews have helped make our Union more
perfect. Your parents, your grandparents, your
great-grandparents, they remembered what it
was like to be a stranger, and as a result treated
strangers with compassion. They pursued tik-
kun olam, the hard work of repairing the
world.

They fought bigotry because they had expe-
rienced bigotry. They fought for freedom of re-
ligion because they understood what it meant
to be persecuted for your religious beliefs. Our
country is a better place because they did. The
same values that bring you here today led Jus-
tice Brandeis to fight for an America that pro-
tects the least of these. Those same values led
Jewish leaders to found RAC 50 years ago.
They led Abraham Joshua Heschel to pray with
his feet and march with Dr. King. And over the
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last 3 years, they have brought us together on
the most important issues of our time.

When we began this journey, we knew we
would have to take on powerful special inter-
ests. We would have to take on a Washington
culture where doing what’s politically conve-
nient is often valued above doing what’s right,
where the focus is too often on the next elec-
tion instead of the next generation.

And so time and time again, we’ve been re-
minded that change is never easy. And a num-
ber of the rabbis who are here today, when I
see them, they’ve been saying a prayer. They
notice my hair is grayer. [Laughter] But we
didn’t quit. You didn’t quit. And today, we’re
beginning to see what change looks like.

And Eric mentioned what change looks like.
Change is the very first bill I signed, the Lilly
Ledbetter Fair Pay Act, which says in this
country an equal day’s work gets an equal day’s
pay. That’s change.

Change is finally doing something about our
addiction to oil and raising fuel efficiency stan-
dards for the first time in 30 years. That’s good
for our economy, it’s good for our national se-
curity, and it’s good for our environment.

Change is confirming two Supreme Court
Justices who will defend our rights, including
our First Amendment rights surrounding reli-
gion—happen to be two women, by the way.
That’s also a good thing.

Change is repealing “don’t ask, don’t tell,” so
that in the first time in history, you don’t have
to hide who you love to serve the country that
you love. That’s change.

Change is working with the Reform move-
ment and other faith-based groups to reform
the Federal faith-based initiatives, improving
the way we partner with organizations that
serve people in need.

Change is health care reform that we passed
after a century of trying, reform that will finally
ensure that in the United States of America,
nobody goes bankrupt just because they get
sick. That’s change.

Change is the 2.5 million young people—
maybe some of those NFTY folks—who have
already—[applause]—who have health insur-

ance on their parents’ plans because of the Af-
fordable Care Act. That’s change.

It’s making family planning more accessible
to millions of Americans. It’s insurance compa-
nies not being able to charge you more just be-
cause you’re a woman or deny you coverage if
you have breast cancer.

Change is committing to real, persistent ed-
ucation reform, because every child in America
deserves access to a good school and to higher
education—every child.

And change is keeping one of the first prom-
ises I made in 2008: After nearly 9 years, our
war in Iraq is ending this month and our troops
are coming home.

That’s what change is. And none of this
would have happened without you. That’s the
kind of change we’ll keep fighting for in the
months and years ahead.

 And just last night you took another step to-
wards the change we need and voted for a set
of principles of economic justice in a time of
fiscal crisis. And I want to thank you for your
courage. That statement could not have come
at a more important time, for as you put it,
we’re at a crossroads in American history. Last
Tuesday I gave a speech in Osawatomie, Kan-
sas, where I described that crossroads. And I
laid out a vision of our country where every-
body gets a fair shot, and everybody does their
fair share, and everyone plays by the same
rules. And these are not Democratic values or
Republican values; they’re not Christian values
or Jewish values or Hindu or Muslim values.
They’re shared values, and we have to reclaim
them. We have to restore them to a central
place in America’s political life.

 I said it last week, I’ll say it again: This is not
just a political debate; this is a moral debate,
this is an ethical debate, it’s a values debate.
It’s the defining issue of our time. It is a make-
or-break moment for the middle class and for
all those who are fighting to get into the mid-
dle class and for those of us who remember
parents or grandparents or great-grandparents
who had to fight to get in the middle class, but
they understood that the American Dream was
available to them because we were all in it to-
gether. That’s what this is about. And last night
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you reaffirmed the moral dimension of this de-
bate.

We have to decide who we are as a country.
Is this a place where everyone is left to fend for
themselves, the most powerful can play by
their own rules? Or do we come together to
make sure that working people can earn
enough to raise a family, send their kids to col-
lege, buy their own home, have a secure health
care and a secure retirement? That is the story
that almost all of us here share, in one way or
another. This is a room full of folks who come
from immigrants and remember what it was
like to scratch and claw and work. You haven’t
forgotten. You know what it’s like to see those
in your own family struggle.

Well, we have to apply those same values to
the American family. We’re not a country that
says, you’re on your own. When we see neigh-
bors who can’t find work or pay for college or
get the health care they need, we answer the
call. We say, “Here I am,” and, “We will do our
part.”

That’s what you affirmed last night. But
more importantly, it’s what you affirm every
day with your words and your actions. And I
promise you that as you pray with your feet, I
will be right there with you every step of the
way. I’ll be fighting to create jobs and give
small businesses a chance to succeed. I’ll be
fighting to invest in education and technology.
I will fight to strengthen programs like Medi-
care and Social Security. I will fight to put
more money in the pockets of working fami-
lies. I won’t be afraid to ask the most well off
among us—Americans like me—to pay our fair
share, to make sure that everybody’s got a shot.
I will fight alongside you every inch of the way.

And as all of you know, standing up for our
values at home is only part of our work.
Around the world, we stand up for values that
are universal, including the right of all people
to live in peace and security and dignity. That’s
why we’ve worked on the international stage to
promote the rights of women, to promote
strategies to alleviate poverty, to promote the
dignity of all people, including gays and lesbi-
ans and people with disabilities, to promote
human rights and democracy. And that’s why,

as President, I have never wavered in pursuit
of a just and lasting peace: two states for two
peoples, an independent Palestine alongside a
secure Jewish State of Israel. I have not wa-
vered and will not waver. That is our shared vi-
sion.

Now, I know that many of you share my
frustration sometimes, in terms of the state of
the peace process. There’s so much work to do.
But here’s what I know. There’s no question
about how lasting peace will be achieved.
Peace can’t be imposed from the outside. Ulti-
mately, it is the Israelis and the Palestinians
who must reach agreement on the issues that
divide them.

And the fact that peace is hard can’t deter us
from trying. Because now more than ever, it’s
clear that a just and lasting peace is in the long-
term interests of Israel. It is in the long-term
interests of the Palestinian people. It is in the
interest of the region. It is the interest of the
United States, and it is in the interest of the
world. And I am not going to stop in pursuit of
that vision. It is the right thing to do.

Now, that vision begins with a strong and se-
cure State of Israel. And the special bonds be-
tween our nations are ones that all Americans
hold dear because they’re bonds forged by
common interests and shared values. They’re
bonds that transcend partisan politics—or at
least they should.

We stand with Israel as a Jewish democratic
state because we know that Israel is born of
firmly held values that we, as Americans, share:
a culture committed to justice, a land that wel-
comes the weary, a people devoted to tikkun
olam.

So America’s commitment and my commit-
ment to Israel and Israel’s security is unshake-
able. It is unshakeable.

I said it in September at the United Nations.
I said it when I stood amid the homes in Sderot
that had been struck by missiles: No nation can
tolerate terror. And no nation can accept rock-
ets targeting innocent men, women, and chil-
dren. No nation can yield to suicide bombers.

And as Ehud has said, it is hard to remem-
ber a time when the United States has given
stronger support to Israel on its security. In
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fact, I am proud to say that no U.S. administra-
tion has done more in support of Israel’s secu-
rity than ours—none. Don’t let anybody else
tell you otherwise. It is a fact.

I’m proud that even in these difficult times
we’ve fought for and secured the most funding
for Israel in history. I’m proud that we’ve
helped Israel develop a missile defense system
that’s already protecting civilians from rocket
attacks.

Another grave concern—and a threat to the
security of Israel, the United States, and the
world—is Iran’s nuclear program. And that’s
why our policy has been absolutely clear: We
are determined to prevent Iran from acquiring
nuclear weapons. And that’s why we’ve worked
painstakingly from the moment I took office
with allies and partners, and we have imposed
the most comprehensive, the hardest hitting
sanctions that the Iranian regime has ever
faced. We haven’t just talked about it, we have
done it. And we’re going to keep up the pres-
sure. And that’s why, rest assured, we will take
no options off the table. We have been clear.

We’re going to keep standing with our Israe-
li friends and allies, just as we’ve been doing
when they’ve needed us most. In September,
when a mob threatened the Israeli Embassy in
Cairo, we worked to ensure that the men and
women working there were able to get out
safely. Last year, when raging fires threatened
Haifa, we dispatched fire-fighting planes to
help put out the blaze.

On my watch, the United States of America
has led the way, from Durban to the United
Nations, against attempts to use international
forums to delegitimize Israel. And we will con-
tinue to do so. That’s what friends and allies do
for each other. So don’t let anybody else tell a
different story. We have been there, and we
will continue to be there. Those are the facts.

And when I look back on the last few years,
I’m proud of the decisions I’ve made, and I’m
proud of what we’ve done together. But today

isn’t about resting on our laurels. As your tradi-
tion teaches, we’re not obligated to finish the
work, but neither are we free to desist from it.

We’ve got to keep going. So today we look
forward to the world not just as it is, but as it
could be. And when we do, the truth is clear:
Our Union is not yet perfect. Our world is still
in desperate need of repair. And each of us still
hears that call. 

And the question is, how will we respond?
In this moment, every American, of every
faith, every background has the opportunity to
stand up and say: Here I am—Hineni. Here I
am. I am ready to keep alive our country’s
promise. I am ready to speak up for our values
at home and abroad. I am ready to do what
needs to be done. The work may not be fin-
ished in a day, in a year, in a term, in a lifetime,
but I’m ready to do my part.

And I believe that with tradition as our
guide, we will seize that opportunity. And in
the face of daunting odds, we will make the
choices that are hard, but are right. That’s how
we’ve overcome tougher times before. That’s
how we will overcome the challenges that we
face today. And together, we will rewrite the
next chapter in America’s story and prove that
our best days are still to come.

Thank you. God bless you. God bless the
United States of America.

NOTE: The President spoke at 2:37 p.m. at the
Gaylord National Hotel & Convention Center.
In his remarks, he referred to Eric H. Yoffie,
president, and Richard Jacobs, president-elect,
Union for Reform Judaism; David Saperstein,
director and counsel, Religious Action Center of
Reform Judaism; Alan P. Solow, former chair-
man, Conference of Presidents of Major Ameri-
can Jewish Organizations; and Howard Kohr, ex-
ecutive director, American Israel Public Affairs
Committee. He also referred to the North
American Federation of Temple Youth (NFTY).
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